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Don DeLillo (1936- ) is a distinguished American writer of novels, short stories, 
plays and essays. So far, he has published sixteen novels and received numerous 
awards, among which are 1985 National Book Award for White Noise, the 
PEN/Faulkner Award for Mao II in 1992, Jerusalem Prize in 1999, the PEN/Saul 
Bellow Award for Achievement in American Fiction in 2010, and the inaugural 
Library of Congress Prize for American Fiction in 2013. DeLillo is highly acclaimed 
by the literary critics in the United States. He was regarded by Harold Bloom as one 
of the four major American novelists of his time, the other three being Thomas 
Pynchon, Philip Roth, and Cormac McCarthy. So far, there are about twenty-five 
critical books exclusively devoted to him and his fiction. 
In China DeLillo has gained more and more attention from the academic circle 
as well as common readers since the late 1990s. Some of his novels have been 
translated into Chinese. Reviews and essays of his works have been published. In 
2001 I finished my M.A. thesis on DeLillo’s White Noise, which was the first of its 
kind in China. Since then nearly fifty M.A. students and about five PhD students have 
chosen DeLillo as their study projects. Most of them focused on White Noise or Libra, 
and explored the themes of media culture, consumerism and terrorism. The 
dissertation, intended as a comprehensive study of DeLillo’s works, covers nine of his 
novels (Americana, Players, White Noise, Libra, Mao II, Underworld, Cosmopolis, 
Falling Man, and Point Omega), some of his important essays and interviews. Based 
on a systematic review of DeLillo criticism in the United States and beyond, the 
present study is conducted from the perspective of New Historicism, a unique 
approach in DeLillo criticism.  
Montrose’s “historicity of texts, and textuality of history” best sums up the main 
characteristics of New Historicism. According to his definition of these two terms, 















context, and are thus not ‘timeless’ work of art”, and “what we call history is itself the 
product of our readings of historical documents, in other words, texts” (Hiscock and 
Longstaffe 96). Historicity is the product of textuality. Hayden White claims that the 
writing of history is a poetic process, and that historical narratives are verbal artifacts. 
White’s influential theory of historical narratives has resulted in the erasure of the 
distinction between fact and fiction. History and fiction are interchangeable. “History 
is in essence fictive, or textual, and a novelist performs the same role as a historian” 
(Gu 14). Within the theoretical framework of New Historicism, I argue that DeLillo’s 
novels can pass for a history of postmodern America in which popular culture 
dominated, mass media saturated, and consumerism prevailed. In writing his fictional 
history DeLillo became a historian. 
First of all, the dissertation explores the historicity of DeLillo’s texts. DeLillo’s 
writing career started from the 1960s, which parallels the development of 
postmodernism in the United States. His work probes American postmodernity, 
documents how America became postmodern, and is an effort to represent 
contemporary American culture in its totality. DeLillo’s work is placed in relation to 
society, culture and politics, study it in the context of the postmodern condition, and 
examine how it reflects this condition. There are a number of theorists who theorize 
on the postmodern condition, such as Daniel Bell and the so-called “Holy Trinity” 
(qtd. in Nicol, 184) of postmodern theorists: Lyotard, Baudrillard, and Jameson, for 
their theories particularly offer insights into the conditions of the postmodern society 
in which DeLillo and his characters live. 
Monstrose’s “historicity of texts” means “the past has shaped the present and the 
present reshapes the past” (Montrose 24), which is exemplified in Libra and Falling 
Man. The dissertation studies the historical context in which the JFK assassination 
occurred and the impact of the assassination on the psyche of America and its people. 
Then it looks into the culture and the age in which DeLillo wrote Libra and analyzes 
why DeLillo offers a version of the JFK assassination different from the Warren 
Commission Report. A study of the historical contexts in which the JFK assassination 















anatomy of American postmodern culture. Then the discussion goes to the historical 
context of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The dissertation examines Americans’ reactions to 
the attacks and analyzes how Falling Man, relying heavily on the mass-mediated 
images of the attacks and the findings of The 9/11 Commission Report, provides a 
counternarrative to the terrorist narrative and the prevailing nationalistic rhetoric in 
American media. 
Secondly, the dissertation discusses the textuality of history by analyzing how 
DeLillo chronicles his age and represents the contemporary history of America 
uncovered, through his novels, specifically White Noise, Mao II, and Underworld. 
The new historicists believe that one can never have access to the historical past 
except through surviving textual traces. History can reveal itself only through 
narrativization and textualization. The new historical orientation features not History, 
a single gigantic totality, but histories, full of the forces of heterogeneity, 
fragmentation, contradiction, and difference. This view coincides with that of Lyotard 
who urged, in postmodern society, we should dispense with the notion of the totality 
of history, of one master narrative, or of one grand story. Rather, one should allow for 
the coexistence of multiple, competing, and conflicting hi/stories. Novels present 
history as plural stories. People can only make sense of any human event or 
experience in the form of a story. Novelists are identified with historians in some 
cases. They write history as a form of fiction. Their works tell us a lot about the past. 
DeLillo is such a great fictional historian who paints detailed portraits of American 
life in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. He is a chronicler of contemporary 
American life and a specialist in the “secret history” of observable phenomena and 
recorded facts. 
Thirdly, the dissertation discusses narrative strategies in DeLillo’s fictional texts: 
multiple points of view, discontinuity in narration, black humor, and intertextuality. 
DeLillo’s employment of those strategies helps represent the chaos, fragmentation, 
randomness, absurdity, and indeterminacy in postmodern American society. Those 
narrative strategies have existed long in literature, but since the 1960s they have 















great contributions by means of recycling: he recycled Joyce, Eliot, Faulkner, Mailer, 
Godard, and Lenny Bruce and developed his unique narrative strategies. Like the 
artists in Underworld, DeLillo picks through the landfills of history in search for a 
vision and methods with which to create.  
By “historicity of texts, and textuality of history,” Montrose suggests that 
literature or any particular text is not only socially produced but also socially 
productive (Montrose 23). DeLillo’s work is socially productive. And by constructing 
a unique narrative of American postmodern condition and anatomizing American 
society, DeLillo, like Norman Mailer, has made a revolution in the consciousness of 
his time, and at the same time has fashioned himself as a writer in opposition. 
DeLillo is a subversive writer. His fiction has been committed to the “underside” 
of the United States: the side that the state and its discourse tend to mask or forget. 
DeLillo describes the destruction of American landscape by technology and 
consumerism; the damaging effects of the image-driven consumer society; 
authoritarianism in American society arising from the manipulation of mass media 
and the predominance of the consumer culture; the underclass and the homeless in 
urban areas; the anxiety and paranoia brought on by the Cold War; and the trauma 
caused by the 9/11 terrorist attacks. DeLillo has described his fiction as being 
concerned with “living in dangerous times.” He urges writers to oppose power and 
“oppose whatever power tries to impose on us” (Bou and Thoret). For writing against 
the status quo, he was once denounced as a bad American citizen and a member of the 
paranoid left.  
DeLillo’s fiction depicts the postmodern reality of America and probes its 
postmodernity. In the meantime he is called the American Jonathan Swift, satirizing 
the American society which is engulfed by consumerism and plagued by terrorism. He 
is also called the American Charles Dickens, using noxious elements of postmodern 
life “to embody the moral defects of the society that produces them” (Ryan 794). 
DeLillo is an adversarial critic of American society which is in his view “the worst 
enemy that the cause of human individuality and self-realization has ever had” 















the systems in which they are enmeshed. His work reveals the moral force which is 
rare in the postmodern age. Despite the “blur and glut” (Mao II 157) of the consumer 
culture and the marginalization of literature in the globalized world, DeLillo remains 
America’s faithful mirror and conscience. Some critics argue that DeLillo is neither a 
modernist nor postmodernist, but a realist (Giaimo 17) since he follows the line of 
Dickens, Mark Twain, and Dreiser. But in my view, DeLillo’s fiction is distinctly 
postmodernistic, because it not only depicts American life in a postmodern, 
post-industrial, and media-saturated society, but also embodies its author’s 
postmodern views of history and culture and exemplifies some innovative narrative 
strategies of postmodernist fiction. The realistic elements in DeLillo’s work suggest 
that DeLillo is a novelist with social responsibility, high morality, and a strong sense 
of historical consciousness. He may be regarded as a chronicler of postmodern 
America. His fiction is a sharp critique of American postmodern culture. 
 
Key Words: New Historicism; Don DeLillo’s fiction; chronicler of postmodern 


























钦，菲利普·罗思和科马克·麦卡锡。目前出版了大约 25 部研究德里罗的专著。 


































首先，论文探讨了德里罗文本的历史性。德里罗的写作生涯始于 20 世纪 60
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